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This research is a case study that identified features found in “Ask the Expert” online 
forms.  The research is based on an analysis of a sample of 20 “Ask the Expert” forums 
and previous investigations.  The research identified a total of 21 features found in the 
sample of 20 online forums.  These features were categorized as very common, common, 
uncommon, and very uncommon based on the percentage of the forums that exhibited 
them.  The results did not find a relationship between the number of features a forum has 
and the topic of discipline of the forum. The discussion examines the advantages, user 
interface design issues, and possible problems with various features. The research 
concludes with a discussion of features that might be implemented in online forums and 
the identification of related research topics. 
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Introduction  
 
“Ask the Expert” forums are online forums that offer users answers and expert advice in 
a specific field or discipline.  Users work with the forum to submit their questions and 
participate in interactive discussions on a topic within the forum’s scope.  Users also 
answers questions and make suggestions about related issues, but generally an expert or 
person with advanced knowledge offers the most authoritative responses in these virtual 
communities.  The expert or knowledgeable person takes part in the interactive 
discussions and helps solve problems by giving better and more pertinent answers to 
question, sharing opinion, and making suggestions. 
 
“Ask the Expert” forums help improve user knowledge by interactive learning and active 
participation.  This kind of forum is very common online, and “Ask the Expert” forums 
are available on almost any topic.  The majority of these forums are found in health 
related fields, computer science, life-style related issues, physical science, adolescent 
learning, law, finance, and tax problems.  
 
“Ask the Expert” forums are just one type of online forums that support interactive 
learning and communication.  There are other online forum, such as "bulletin boards" and 
"message boards" that have spread to many thousands of locations across the web, and 
while they are similar to the “Ask the Expert” forums they do not necessarily involve an 
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expert.  (See http://forumone.com/index/define.htm for more discussion).  Online forums 
of any sort are widely used because they are dynamic, interactive and they offer users a 
virtual chatting and communicating environment.  They can also improve our knowledge 
horizon, strengthen interpersonal relationships and help facilitate the information retrieval 
and search processes. 
 
There are many active online forums on the Internet right now.  All the online forums 
functions are supported by a series of features.  These features are important, but little 
research has been done on the number, range of, and diversity of features, particularly on 
“Ask the Expert” forums.  
 
This paper studied online forum features by sampling twenty online forums with a title 
similar to “Ask the Expert”.  The objective of the study was to review features in online 
forums currently available on the Web with a name similar to “Ask the Expert”. 
 
First, a brief literature review was conducted to examine the use of the online forums and 
online communities.  Then, online community websites were searched using common 
commercial search engines, including Yahoo and Northernlight for online forums that 
employed a theme similar to “Ask the Expert”.  Twenty online forums were selected 
from the commercial search results according to criteria established for this study.  A 
comparison was conducted among the features of the selected “Ask the Expert” forums.  
The forum features were analyzed in terms of their ease of use, interface design decision, 
and possible usage.  Pros and cons for each common or uncommon feature found in the 
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twenty selected online forums were studied.  The results of this study are reported on in 
this paper along with a discussion of future consideration of online forums and the 
identification of related research topics. 
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Literature Review 
  
Developments in the fields of Internetworking and Information Technology have had 
significant impact on the way people learn and communicate information.  As a result, 
more and more people have utilized the Internet to extend their knowledge base and as a 
means of communication.  The Internet has become an important information resource, 
especially since many traditional journals and newspapers have started to put their 
content online.  A research project by professor Harry Bruce (1998) concluded that the 
Internet had established an information superhighway for end-users.  A person, with or 
without web training, was able to retrieve satisfactory results when he or she used the 
Internet to get answers to questions or learn about a particular topic.  With the increasing 
number of digital libraries and online search tools available, users have more choices and 
often require less time to search for information than in the traditional information 
environment. 
 
Internet use in the US had risen to 60% by January 2001, with a total of 168 million 
people using the Internet according to Nielsen NetRatings. 
(http://www.nua.ie/surveys/index.cgi?f=VS&art_id=905356461&rel=true).  Given this 
rising rate, it made sense for websites to offer a virtual space where people were able to 
discuss problems, ask and answer questions, and interactively communicate each other.  
In some respects the need for face-to-face meetings has been greatly reduced because 
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users can now talk in these interactive, virtual communities.  Information technology 
offered many other ways to improve human communication:  E-mail, voice-mail, video 
conferencing, LAN/WAN, the Internet, discussion and news groups, online forums, 
bullion boards (BBS), etc.  
 
Online communities have been an important development in the exchange of intellectual 
knowledge across the Internet.  They provided people with a virtual workspace for rapid 
acquisition of information and feedback.  Virtual communities have also saved people the 
time spent communicating in face-to-face meetings, phone calls, faxes, etc.  Moreover, 
they have allowed people a chance to connect with as many people as possible.  A Web-
based Group Support System built by Professor Romano (1998) served as an example of 
online community.  It allowed a user to ask questions, participate in discussions, create 
documents and do other things without meeting face-to-face.  This model was much more 
complex through, it took him two years to design and implement the whole system.  A 
virtual community, ChemWeb (William Town, 1998) built for the chemists focused on 
chemistry related topics.  ChemWeb integrated content and communication while 
providing user access to a broad range of information.  It featured both generic and 
member specific regions and remains a place for chemists seeking authoritative chemical 
information. 
 
One of the most widely used online communities, the online forum has provided a wealth 
of benefits to users of the Internet.  Research conducted by Hong Xie (2000), at 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee demonstrated that people engaged in multiple 
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information–seeking strategies when looking for information.  Among the searching 
methods examined in Xie’s study, the online-forum emerged as one very useful way for 
users to learn.   The online forum allowed users to improve their knowledge base by 
asking questions, offering answers and receiving authoritative responses from experts.  
The forum’s interactive information seeking system provided users with a better and 
faster way of retrieving information.  An online forum served as a good knowledge 
gateway accessible to end-users across the Internet. 
 
Daniel LaLiberte (liberte@ncsa.uiuc.edu) (refer to 
http://www.december.com/cmc/mag/1997/may/lalib.html) from the National Center for 
Supercomputing Applications and David Woolley (drwool@skypoint.com) from 
Chrysalis Software, Inc. published a paper in 1997 about online discussion forums.  Their 
paper examined the structure and the technique of the online conferencing systems 
thoroughly.  In the three years since their study, the techniques used in building an online 
forum system have developed significantly, resulting in versatile forums with a multitude 
of features.   
 
Expanding on the investigations of LaLiberte and Woolley, the research project reported 
on in this paper examined the features of a specific type of on-line forums.   
 
This study is based on a sample of online forums that gave people interested in a specific 
topic a virtual learning environment.  These online forums allow users to engage in 
interactive discussions by posting questions and responding to messages.  In order to 
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design a better “Ask the Expert” forum, the study compared the different features and 
techniques displayed in the sample.  An assessment of the different versions of a 
medicine science database done by Professor Betsy Anagnostelis (1997) and Alison 
Cooke in UK served as beneficial example of how to test and analyze different methods.  
These researchers evaluated the database versions by examining several issues:  cost, 
benefits, accessibility, ease of use, features, coverage of service, mechanisms, displays 
outputs, maintenance, etc.  Their research offered useful evaluation criteria for the 
assessment of those methods, building the forum, and the use of possible techniques. 
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Methodology  
 
The research project was a case study that examined features of the “Ask the Expert” 
forums.  A sample of twenty “Ask the Expert” forums was selected from the results of a 
web search using four commercial search engines.  Twenty-one forum features were 
analyzed to determine the common and uncommon features used by “Ask the Expert” 
forums.  Data analysis was performed on the features, examining their advantages, user 
interface considerations, and possible problems.  This analysis combined with previous 
research on the field resulted in a discussion of future considerations and potential 
research topics. 
 
The method used for the case study was based on a sample of twenty forums (listed in 
Appendix A).  The sample was chosen using four commercial search engines and the 
selection criteria described in next paragraph.  The search engines used were Yahoo.com, 
Looksmart.com, Northernlight.com, and Alltheweb.com.  The terms used for the web 
search were a little different according to the commercial search engine being used.  The 
searches were as follows:  1) yahoo.com was “Ask the expert forum”; 2) looksmart.com 
was “ask expert + discussion forum”; 3) northernlight.com was “ask expert + discussion 
board”; 4) alltheweb.com was “ask the expert forum.”   
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The selection criteria used to create the sample included:  1) the forum must concentrate 
on one area of special interest; 2) the forum must be interactive, not static and email-
based; 3) the forum should involve at least one expert who could offer more professional 
answers and suggestions to the forum discussions; 4) the forum should still be in use or at 
least in use in 2000. 
 
After conducting the initial exploration of the Internet using the commercial search 
engines, the top 50 results from each search engine were examined one by one and 
forums that fit the criteria detailed in the above paragraph for selected for the sample.  
More than 200 online forums were examined and twenty of them were selected for the 
criteria (listed in Appendix A). 
 
These twenty forum samples were then divided into four categories based on subject 
matter.  Of the twenty forums I selected, three of them (No. 1, 3 and 16) were health 
related forums; six of them (No.2, 5, 9, 18, 19, and 20) were computer science related 
forums; nine of them (No. 4, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15) were knowledge 
improvement forums about life-style, entertainment and home improvement; the rest (No. 
6 and 17) were other science related forums. 
 
The analyzed features were based on my actual visits of those forums, the results of other 
researchers, and the attributes found in commercial forum software.  Twenty sample 
forums were visited one by one.  For each forum, a list of all the features on that forum 
were recorded and the lists of features were combined into one complete feature list by 
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examining those features.  Consistency was maintained in the examination if the feature 
was the same, but the wording was different, it was still given the same evaluation.  A list 
of features was given in appendix B. 
 
For previous research about features, an online research paper by Jim Cashel listed thirty 
features to consider when choosing forum software.  He listed the features six categories.  
Only four of his categories were applicable to the case study I conducted:  User Interface 
Issues; User Posting Issues; Moderator Features; and Other Important Considerations.  Of 
the twenty-one features listed in Appendix B, seven of them (No. 1, 3, 5, 9, 12, 18, and 
19) are actually listed in Cashel’s paper.  The February 24, 1998 issue of PC Magazine 
also featured an editorial review paper about online forum software.  The editors studied 
the features of ten different types commercial online forum software and gave their 
choices for the best one based on the feature analysis.  The features they viewed included 
four that I used in my case study (No. 3, 7, 9, 18), and whether or not a forum allowed 
real time chatting.  Therefore, the twenty-one features this research studied reflected 
previous research focus as well as the extra features found in my visits to the sample 
forums.  
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Data Analysis and Discussion  
 
The data analysis for this study looked at every feature available in the sampled forums.  
The total number of features in the “Ask the Expert” forums and the percentage rate for 
every feature in the forums were calculated.  Descriptive statistics were used for this data 
analysis.  Feature findings were pointed out and discussed further in the result discussion 
section. 
 
The discussion of the results examined the common features found in the sample online 
forums:  their advantages, possible problems, important findings, and thoughts.  Some 
thoughts about the forums’ uncommon features were also recorded.  All of the analyzed 
features were categorized as either a common feature or an uncommon feature based on 
data analysis results.  Future development possibilities and potential research directions 
were developed as well, based on this analysis and the previously recorded results of 
other forum researchers. 
 
In the data analysis section, I used ordered number for each consecutive forum URL list 
(Appendix A) instead of the web address to represent each forum.  For example, I used 1 
to represent the forum with URL of http://www.askisadora.com/smartconf/login.asp. 
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A total of twenty-one features (listed in Appendix B) were used to analyze the twenty 
sample forums I selected.   
 
Table 1 and 2 summarize the results.  (Detailed result are listed in appendix C)  
 
Table 1. List of the number of sites with common features and the percentage rate for 
each feature 
Feature Register Login Archived 
 
Post 
Time 
Prev. 
/Next 
Topic 
No. 
Of 
Posts 
Search 
 
Help Email Post 
New 
Poster 
Name 
No. 12 10 15 18 17 15 13 12 10 20 19 
% 60% 50% 75% 90% 85% 75% 65% 60% 50% 100% 95% 
Table 2. List of the number of sites with uncommon features and percentage rate for each 
feature  
Feature Read/unread Active/dead Indicate 
new  
User 
profile 
Personalization Access 
others 
Color About 
No. 3 4 5 8 3 8 4 9 
% 15% 20% 25% 40% 15% 40% 20% 45% 
 
The result from the above tables list nineteen forum features categorized as Yes/No 
features.  The forum either had the feature (Yes) or did not have the feature (No).  The 
nineteen Yes/No features listed in the tables above were divided into four categories, 
most common, common, uncommon, or very uncommon, based on the percentage of the 
forums with a particular feature.  Eleven features were classified as either most common 
  
13
 
or common (Table 1) while eight features were designated uncommon or very uncommon 
(Table 2).   
 
Most common features: Of those features listed above in Table 1, post time, poster’s 
name, links to the previous or next message and menu buttons that allow forum users post 
new messages were considered essential.  More than 85% of forums have these three 
features. 
 
Common features: Seven features were displayed in no less than half of the twenty 
forums sampled and were considered common.  These features were: register, login, 
archived, number of posts, search, help, and e-mail. 
 
Uncommon features: Three features appeared in about 40 to 45% of the twenty sampled 
forums and were classified as uncommon.  The less frequent features were:  about the 
forum, user profile, and access to other forums menu buttons.   
 
Very uncommon features: The remaining five features listed above in Table 2 were 
seen in less than 25% of the sampled forums and considered very uncommon.  These 
features were:  read/unread, active/dead, indicate new, personalization, and color.  
 
Most Common Features with Multiple Options:  These two other features were not 
listed in the tables above because they offered the user alternative methods for listing 
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messages.  These forum listing methods and the capability to list one or more messages in 
one page were analyzed in the following charts.   
 
Forum Listing Methods 
Pie Chart of Listing Methods
40%
45%
5%
5%
5%
Thread
Topic
Date
All
Thread/Date
  
Chart 1: Forum listing methods. 
 
The forum postings can be listed in one of three ways:  by thread, by topic, or by date.  
The forums allowed the user to select from one, two or three of the three ways.  The 
results show that thread and topic listings were more common than listing by date.   
 
One or More Messages in One Page 
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One or More Postings in One Page
55%
45%
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
One More
 
Chart 2: Number of postings in one page 
 
Chart 2 shows the comparison between forum pages that display one message per page 
and those that displayed more than one message per page.  A message is a posting in the 
forum and forums either had one posting in one short page or more postings in a longer 
page.  There was not a significant difference between the two types of posting displays 
offered by the twenty sample forums:  55% of the forums listed one message in a page 
while 45% listed more than one message in a page. 
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No. of Forums With No. of Features
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Chart 3. No. of Forum with No. of Features 
Chart 3 compares the total number of features for each of the twenty sample forums.  The 
forums were categorized as having 16 or more features, 11 to 15 features, and 10 or fewer 
features.  The forum that had most features, nineteen, was a computer science related 
forum about Linux questions.  The forum with the least number of features, six, was the 
one named “Garden Talk” about home improvement.  No difference was found in the 
number of features in an online forum based on the forum topic. 
 
Based on the results of data analysis, I divided all twenty-one of the forum features into 
one of four categories:  most common features, common features, uncommon features, 
and very uncommon features.  For a feature to be listed as a common feature, at least 50% 
of all the forums studied must have had this feature.  For a feature to be listed as an 
uncommon feature, less than 45% of the sample forums had this feature. 
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Common Features 
 
Of all the features, a total of about thirteen common features were found based on the 
data analysis results.  Eleven of the common features  were Yes/No features listed in 
Table 1. Four of these features were discussed as very common features and seven of 
them were discussed as common features.   
 
Most common features 
 
The four very common features included posting time, a menu button that can let you go 
to previous and next topic, a menu button that can let you post new message, and listing 
of the poster name. 
 
1. Post Time:  90% of the forums had posting date and time of each post. But some 
forums just gave posting date information.  This date information shows the user 
activity of the forum, and was usually ordered from most recent to older posts.  
This feature was important because it let users know if others still actively post 
messages on the topic. 
 
2. Previous/Next Topic:  85% of the forums had menu buttons that conveniently 
allowed users to go to the next or previous topic/thread when they were at one 
message.  This option helped users to avoid a return to the main forum page in 
order to read other posts and was an important part of the forum’s interface design 
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options.  In web page interface design, navigation links between high-priority 
pages are key in facilitating user access.  The links to the previous or next topic in 
online forums were similarly significant and have high priority to the forum itself 
and users.  Without menu bars to previous and next topic, users take more clicks 
to reach the next and previous topics. 
.(http://usability.gov/guidelines/guidelines.html#links) 
 
3. Post New:  Every forum had this interface design feature.  It gave users a direct 
option to post a new topic, or start a new thread.  This feature was also listed by 
Jim Cashel as one moderator feature to consider while choosing forum softwares. 
 
4. Poster name:  With the exception of #10 “Ask the Expert” forum, every forum 
sampled listed a poster name.  It was either a real name, an email address, a user 
name, a nickname or a fake name.  Listing of the poster names helped the forum 
keep records of user participation and allowed users to evaluate whether the 
message was reliable.  
 
Most common features with multiple options 
 
Two other most common features were list of the message by thread, topic or date, and 
list one or more posts in a page. 
 
1. List by Thread/Topic/Date 
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There were three basic web forum structures:  threaded, linear and guest book. 
(http://www.workz.com/content/142.asp)  All twenty sample forums listed their posts 
by thread, topic, date or a combination of the three. 40% of the forums  listed by 
thread only, 45% listed by topic and only one forum (5%) listed by date only.  Two 
forums (10%) were listed by a combination of the three structures.  Generally thread 
and topic structures were the two list options used most frequently.  The threaded 
forum structure used a series of indentations of lines to indicate post and response 
relationships, and allowed users to create new threads in response to others’ postings 
on a topic.  The advantage of this type of structure was that it offered users a means 
of quickly orientating themselves in the discussion and spontaneously engaging in the 
conversation.  The structure’s disadvantage was that users could be easily distracted 
from the original or main topic of discussion.  Linear, or bulletin-board, forum 
structure (called topic listing here) was based on a series of topic titles.  Under each 
topic heading, the available posts were organized in chronological order, with the 
most recent post recorded at the bottom of the list.  This structure’s disadvantage was 
that it provided little scope for users who wanted to respond to other users' 
contributions on a topic.  The linear option’s advantage was that it kept users on the 
discussion track more effectively.  This type of organization was particularly suitable 
for stable, established communities and in situations where longer, more in-depth 
conversation were desired.  Guest-book structures listed all posts on one page, the 
same method as list by date.  The date order caused problems when there were 
numerous postings on the forum, resulting in a forum page that was extremely long.  
  
20
 
Heather Duggan presented several tips on how to choose between a thread and a topic 
based forum structure.  
(http://www.bigbangworkshops.com/html/faq__virtual_community.html)  While 
some recent online forums offered the user a selection between the first two or even 
all three posting structures, there were apparently no significant advantages in 
selecting one type over the others.   
 
2. One or more message in one page 
 
There were two distinct styles of displaying messages in online forums: one message 
per page, or a continuous stream of several messages on one page.  With a single 
message on a page, the forum had to provide navigation tools for the user to get from 
one message to the next.  (http://www.december.com/cmc/mag/1997/may/lalib.html.)  
Displaying a stream of messages allowed a user to see a set of related messages.  
Users scrolled through associated postings without having to select each one.  This 
structure saved the user significant time when reading most of the messages because 
each request for a message required the forum to open a new connection and wait for 
the response.  On the other hand, there was an increased risk of improperly formatted 
HTML messages interfering with the formatting of all following messages.  The 
result of this interference was a fairly long (more than 3 screens of length) page that 
the user had to scroll through. 
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Common features 
 
The seven common features included:  a registration option; a login option; whether 
previous messages are archived or not; listing of number of posts in one topic/thread; a 
search option; a help button; and an email option. 
 
1. Register:  60% of the “Ask the Expert” forums had a user registration option.  
Some forums even required that users register before they were allowed access 
the forum.  User registration was employed to keep record of user information and 
activity in the online community.  But as David Woolley said in his research, this 
feature could cause two problems.  First, organizations that had their own 
intranets typically required some form of user registration.  In order to participate 
the forum, user had to go through a separate registration process, using a separate 
ID for the online conferencing system.  Second, people who participate in a 
number of online conferences at different sites had to have a separate identity for 
each site.  Keeping track of all those logins and passwords turned into an 
impossible task, not to mention keeping the personal profiles up to date at every 
site visited occasionally.  Given these problems with multiple registration forums 
needed to be improved to simplify the procedure.  Perhaps the implementation of 
a universal user registration for forum users would solve some of these problems.  
An example of this kind of solution was displayed at the Askme.com website.  
This site listed all the forums available and required that the user only register 
their name information once before taking part in all the listed forums.  This 
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feature saved time and helped the user to avoid numerous similar registrations at 
each forum. 
 
2. Login:  50% of the sample forums had a login option. Therefore, not every forum 
that had a registration option had login option.  The login feature helped forum 
administrators control user access. David Woolley said that an online conference 
system should have flexible control over who can access the conference and what 
level of access each participant has in order to be considered useful. Some of the 
forums do not allow users to post a message until they have logged in as a 
registered user.  Meanwhile other forums allowed non-members to send in 
contributions to the interactive discussions.  The login feature also helped forum 
administrators keep records of user involvement and activities. 
 
3. Archived or not:  75% of the “Ask the Expert” forums archived previous 
messages and only listed the most recent posting on the forum page.  Users were 
able to read archives either by going to old pages or searching the whole archive.  
This option helped organize the forum and keep its appearance professional and 
orderly.  Based on his consulting experience with Forum One Communications, 
Jim Cashel listed thirty features to consider when choosing forum software.  He 
listed archiving postings as a moderate feature when making selections and that 
an active forum required a robust archiving capability.  This was understandable 
since keeping postings in order and storing old postings helped to organize the 
forum.  It also gave users a more effective and simpler access procedure to follow 
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when using the forum.  Archiving postings obeyed the user interface design rules 
for developing usable page layouts.  The general rule is to limit page length to two 
or three screens if possible, a standard that is hard to achieve when active forums 
do not archive their numerous postings. 
 
4. Number of Posts:  75% of the sampled forums provided the total number of posts 
in one thread.  The number of posts information indicated whether the topic was 
intensely discussed or not.  This feature gave users a clear idea of what they could 
expect from the forum: numerous messages sent to the interactive discussions 
debating an issue or just a few postings about the topic. 
 
5. Search:  65% of the “Ask the Expert” forums had a search option.  A search 
option was a convenient way for users to look up specific topics without reading 
through all the forum posts.  Some forums allowed users to search the posting for 
specific forum users.  In discussing what makes a good forum, David Woolley 
(http://thinkofit.com/webconf/wcchoice.htm#considerations) said that searching 
tools that filtered through posting for users were an important features.  He said 
that a user should be able to search messages by date, author, or keyword.  
Woolley believed that word searches on both topic titles and message texts should 
also be provided.  Internal search capabilities rise in importance as the size of the 
forum and forum archives increases, according to the general rules of interface 
design.   
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6. Help:  60% of the sampled forums had a FAQ or help option.  This feature 
generally answered common questions about how to use the forum.  It also gave 
the user rules and tips for using the forum and participating in the interactive 
discussions.  “Help should be available from anywhere users might need it.” 
(http://usability.gov/guidelines/guidelines.html#note027)  The help option 
provided first time visitors and infrequent users with a general idea of the forum 
topics and related discussions.  Easy-to-find lists of FAQs (frequently asked 
questions) were another useful aspect of the help feature.   
 
7. E-mail:  50% of the “Ask the Expert” forums had an e-mail option.  The email 
option allowed users to send a copy of particular message to themselves or their 
friends for future reference.  
 
Uncommon Features  
 
If a feature was present in no more than 45% of the online forums analyzed, it was 
classified as uncommon or very uncommon. 
 
Uncommon features 
 
Uncommon features included:  user profile; optional access to other similar forums; and 
an introduction about the “Ask the Expert” forum. 
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1. User profile:  40% of the “Ask the Expert” forums had this option.  User profiles 
provided each user with a unique computing experience.  All users had to do was 
enter a password, and they were taken into a custom-tailed session specifically 
designed for them according to their preferences.  This was directly related to the 
personalization feature in the online forums.  Every forum offered a 
personalization feature has a user profile option. 
(http://datamation.earthweb.com/dlink.resource-
jhtml.72.1083.%7Crepository%7C%7Cnetworking%7Ccontent%7Carticle%7C20
00%7C12%7C04%7CNTPoseyUserProfiles1%7CNTPoseyUserProfiles1~xml.0.j
html?cda=true )  
 
2. Access others:  40% of the sampled forums had this option.  Users were offered 
links to additional forums on similar or related topics.  Many “Ask the Expert” 
forums were concentrated on a specific topic while there are many topics even in 
one small area of interest.  For example, the Linux Questions Forum 
(http://www.linuxquestions.org/questions/index.php) had several “Ask the 
Expert” forums in one site covering many topics from general, installation, 
networking to securities, distribution and programming, etc.  Host those forums in 
one site offered users convenient access to a multitude of subjects in a single area.  
Linking other related forums together gave users quick and easy access to an 
entire field of interest.  More and more forums are starting to collect forums on 
various topics in one site, creating an online community.  Ivillage.com, 
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Askme.com and the above mentioned Linux questions site are offering multiple 
forums now.  
 
3. About:  45% of the forums studied had information about the forum:  what the 
forum is about, it’s focus, possible experts names, etc.  For some forums the about 
feature was immaterial since the user was able to find relevant information in the 
forum name.  Names such as “CGI expert forum” and “Computer Newbies 
forum” were straight forward enough to eliminate user needs for the about option. 
 
Very uncommon features 
 
The five very uncommon features discussed in this research study were:  the ability to 
mark message as read or unread; an indication of whether the thread is active or 
dead; an indication of whether there are new postings; personalization of the forum 
page; and the use of color to differentiate multiple messages displayed on a page. 
 
1. Read/unread:  Only 15% of the forums had this option.  The ability to mark 
messages as either read or unread promptly indicated to the user what postings he 
or she still had not read yet.  This expedient feature however, was not available in 
most of the current online forums. 
 
2. Active/dead:  Only 20% of the forums had this option.  The feature was 
significant because it let users know if people they were attempting to contact 
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were still engaged in a particular forum discussion.  It prevented users from 
posting a reply to an old discussion.  (David Woolley) 
(http://thinkofit.com/webconf/wcfuture.htm#identity) 
 
3. Indicate new:  Only 25% of the forums had this option that let a user know 
whether there were any new messages posted since their last visit.  By indicating 
what postings were new, this feature eliminated the time users spent trying to 
determine what had been updated.    
 
4. Personalization:  Only 15% of the forums had this option.  David R. Woolley 
discussed in his paper that customizability was one of the features considered 
when choosing forum software.  This feature gave users the freedom to set the 
forum environment according to their own preferences.  The feature requires that 
the forum also have user registration and login options that will retrieve a user’s 
specific profile.  http://thinkofit.com/webconf/wcchoice.htm#considerations   
 
5. Color:  Only 20% of all the forums had this option.  The color scheme 
differentiated multiple messages displayed on one page.  This color schema was 
not widely used though.  Approximately half of the forums with multiple postings 
per page used colors to distinguish separate messages.    
 
Based on the discussion above, it can be concluded that online forums should have 
certain features with several distinct parts: 
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1. User information features:  user registration, user login, user profile edition, 
personalization of the forum, and user activity records. 
 
2. Main features:  post new thread, go to archives, link to other forums, search 
archives/users, email message, show thread/topic/date listings, go to previous/next 
topic, and show number of postings in each thread. 
 
3. Other features:  indicate new postings, indicate active/dead thread, use color 
scheme, mark read/unread messages, and edit. 
 
4. Help features:  FAQ, about the forum, and user comment to forum administrator. 
 
The choice of features varies based on the actual needs of the online forum.  The above 
list of all features that would possibly be useful is based on this study. 
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Future Consideration 
 
It is increasingly likely that in the future every business, government office, classroom, 
and non-profit organization will have an online forum area associated with its web site. 
 
David R. Woolley talked about the future of web conferencing in his to-be-published 
book about web-based computer conferencing.  He discussed four trends in Web 
conferencing that are already in progress:  merging of Web conferencing with e-mail 
lists; merging of text with other media like audio, video, and images; merging of threaded 
and linear discussion structures; and merging of real-time chat with asynchronous 
conferencing. 
 
In his book, David Woolley proposed that in the future, the online forum would likely 
make use of e-mail lists.  Messages sent out to e-mail lists would notify users of new 
postings and keep them involved in the ongoing interactive discussions.  He stated that 
allowing user participation on forums via e-mail would attract more user visits.  He also 
projected that in the future, nontext media would likely play a greater role in 
conferencing systems.  Audio, video and images in online forums have had the capacity 
to communicate in ways that text can never match, but these features currently require 
longer download times due to their file size and limited Internet bandwidth.  Thread and 
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linear structures were two main structures used in online forums.  In general, threaded 
structures seemed to be better for question-and-answer applications like technical 
support, while linear structures were more contusive for extended, deep conversations.  
As online forum software evolved, it’s likely that both of structures will be supported to 
give users more choices.  The February 28, 1998 issue of PC magazine supported 
Woolley’s research on the future trends in online forums.  The editor’s review discussed 
online forum software and the significant features it displayed. 
 
According to Woolley, a forum is an asynchronous medium, meaning that it is 
independent of time.  The advantage of this medium is that a user can participate at his or 
her convenience.  It also allows users to take  their time when reading messages and 
posting questions, answers or suggestions to the forum.  But this type of medium can 
increase the amount of time required to complete a discussion.  Messages can be 
misunderstood or taken out of context and it’s makes reaching a consensus more difficult.  
The seamless integration of real-time media into a conferencing environment will allow 
participants to move fluidly between synchronous and asynchronous communication in 
the future.   
 
When he discussed the future of online forums, Woolley also talked about ways to keep 
forums attractive to Internet users.  He suggested helping the user recognize meaningful 
discussions, facilitate user registration, and some kind of summary of discussions made 
so far in one thread.  Other area important to the future of the forum included user 
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tracking.  User statistics and tracking were of vital importance for prioritizing future 
forum features and enhancements. (http://www.onlinecommunityreport.com/features/30/) 
 
Based on the results of this study reported on here and others like David Woolley, it can 
be concluded that future forums should have features that include several parts: 
 
1. User information features: user registration, user login, user profile edition, and 
personalization of the forum, user activity records. 
 
2. Main features: real-time/asynchronous discussion, post new thread, go to 
archives, link to other forums, search archives/users, email message, show 
thread/topic/date listings, go to previous/next topic, show number of postings in 
each thread. 
 
3. Other features: attach image/audio/video clips to the message, indicate new 
postings, indicate active/dead thread, use color scheme, mark read/unread 
messages, and edit, spell-check and delete message. 
 
4. Help features: FAQ, about the forum, user comment to forum builder. 
 
Currently some commercial forum softwares like wwwthreads(www.www.threads.com), 
webboard(http://www.webboard.com/), and Motet(http://www.motet.com) support most 
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of the above features.  A further list of commercial and free forum softwares can be 
found on David Woolly’s website (http://www.thinkofit.com). 
 
Future research should concentrate on a user interface design survey about online forum 
features and the integration of multimedia into forums. 
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Appendix 
 
Appendix A: URLs of the Twenty “Ask the Expert” Forums 
 
1. http://www.askisadora.com/smartconf/login.asp Ask Isadora forum 
 
2. http://www.linuxquestions.org/questions/index.php Ask Linux questions 
 
3. http://pub34.ezboard.com/bmomstobeclub Choose Ask an OB 
 
4. http://www.extension.ualberta.ca/forum/aca-4/dispatch.cgi/ask Ask an legal expert 
 
5. http://www.cgiexpert.com/scripts/userforum.exe CGI expert forum 
 
6. http://patentcafe.community.everyone.net/commun_v3/scripts/topics.pl?NodeID=183
612&ClientID=258608 Get a patent forum 
 
7. http://www.meadowview.com/bb.htm Garden talk 
 
8. http://www.improvenet.com/plan/expertadvice/messageboards/topic.html?id=31 
Appliances and Products forum 
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9. http://boards2.ivillage.com/messages/get/phadvanced22.html Advance HTML help 
forum 
 
10. http://members.sailnet.com/messageboard/ Choose learn to sail forum 
 
11. http://www.cashpile.com/CashCorner/messages/index.cfm?thread=128 CashCorner 
Discussion Board 
 
12. http://www.medsch.wisc.edu/cgi-netforum/expert/a/3--5 General questions for Mr. 
Peabody 
 
13. http://209.238.91.227/cgi-
local/forumdisplay.cgi?action=topics&forum=Motors&number=3&DaysPrune=365&
LastLogin= Motors forum 
 
14. http://www.cartalk.cars.com/Mail/BBS/Ask-The-Cyberbabes/index4.html Car talk: 
Ask the Cyberbabes 
 
15. http://www1.askme.com/browseqb.asp?cid=1501 Careers question board 
 
16. http://chat.mhsource.com/eshare/server?action=130&board=8&article=0&expand=1 
Clinical puzzles forum 
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17. http://www.physlink.com/private-cgi-
bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=list&forum=general_eandm Light electricity & 
magnetism 
 
18. http://www.experts-
exchange.com/jsp/qList.jsp?ta=webdevgen&jsessionid=243880982608447323 Web 
development topic forum 
 
19. http://forums.monster.ie/forum.asp?forum=1424 IT message board 
 
20. http://forums.zdnet.com/group/zd.Computer.Newbies/helpnhowto/oview.tpt/@thread
@first@F@75@D-,D@all?ROS=1 ZDNET Computer Newbies forum 
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Appendix B: A List of Twenty-one Forum Features 
 
1. Register:  whether a user registration was available for the forum.  
 
2. Login:  whether there was a user login option for the forum. 
 
3. List by Thread/Topic/Date:  what kind of structure the forum had, was it list by thread 
or by topic (linear) or by post date or combinations or those options  
 
4. One or more:  whether the forum listed one message per page or listed more messages 
in one thread in the same page. 
 
5. Archived or not:  whether the forum archived previous old messages so users saw a 
shorter list of the whole forum and were still able to access archived messages by 
going to the archive. 
 
6. Post Time:  whether each post had the post time and date information. 
 
7. Prev./Next Topic:  on the message page, whether there were two menu buttons for 
users to go to the next or previous topic. 
 
8. Number of Posts:  whether the total number of posts in one topic (thread) was shown 
on the forum page, listed by thread, topic or date. 
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9. Search:  whether there was a search function on the forum page to let users search 
certain topics and possible users. 
 
10. Help:  whether there was a user help section. It was named either FAQ, help or 
something similar and helped users understand the forum’s various features. 
 
11. Email:  whether a user was allowed to e-mail a posting to himself/herslef or to 
someone else. 
 
12. New topic:  whether there was a menu button that allowed a user to start a new topic. 
 
13. Poster Name:  whether the poster’s real name or nick name or some other 
identification was listed for the posted message. 
 
14. Read/unread:  whether there was an option for users to mark all massages as read or 
unread. 
 
15. Active/dead:  whether there was an indication of whether the thread was currently 
active or dead. 
 
16. Indicate new:  whether there was an indication that told the user there were new 
message(s) posted after their last visit. 
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17. User profile:  whether a user could go to their user profile and change their 
information or even take a look at another poster’s user information. 
 
18. Personalization:  whether there was a personalization/customization function so that 
users could customize the forum environment to meet their own taste. 
 
19. Access others:  whether the forum provided the user with links to other similar 
forums or if the “Ask the Expert” forum displayed several forums on a multitude of 
topics.   
 
20. Color:  whether the forum used a color scheme to differentiate one message from the 
other when multiple messages were listed on one page. 
 
21. About:  whether there was a paragraph or linked page where the forum talked about 
itself, it’s intended users, topics covered and rules for user participation. 
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Appendix C: Table of Features Analysis 
 
 Register Login Thread/Topic 
/Date 
One 
Or more 
Archived 
Or not 
Post 
Time 
Prev./Next 
Topic 
No. Of  
Posts 
Search 
 
Help About 
1 Yes Yes All One Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
2 Yes Yes Thread More Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
3 Yes Yes Topic More No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
4 No No Date One Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
5 No No Thread More Yes Yes No No No No No 
6 Yes Yes Topic More Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No 
7 No No Thread One No Yes No Yes No No No 
8 Yes No Topic One Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No 
9 Yes No Thread One No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 
10 Yes Yes Topic More Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
11 No No Thread More Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No 
12 No No Thread One No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes 
13 Yes No Topic More Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
14 No No Thread One Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No 
15 Yes Yes Topic One Yes Date Next Yes No Yes No 
16 No No Topic One No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
17 Yes Yes Topic More Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 
18 Yes Yes Topic More Yes Date No No Yes Yes Yes 
19 Yes Yes Thread/date One Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes 
20 No Yes Thread One Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No 
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Table of Feature Analysis (continue) 
 
 Read/unread Active/dead Indicate new  User profile Personalization Access others Color Email 
1 Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes 
2 No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
3 No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
4 No No No No No No No No 
5 No No No No No Yes No No 
6 No No No No No Yes Yes No 
7 No No No No No No No No 
8 No No No No No No No Yes 
9 No No Yes No No No No Yes 
10 No No No Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
11 No No Yes No No No No No 
12 No No No No No No No No 
13 No Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
14 No No No No No No No No 
15 No No No Yes No No No Yes 
16 No No No No No No No No 
17 Yes No No Yes No Yes No Yes 
18 No Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes 
19 No No No No No Yes No No 
20 Yes No No No No No No No 
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Appendix D: Examples of Posts Listing Methods for Online Forums  
 
1. Thread listings:  http://boards2.ivillage.com/messages/get/phadvanced22.html  
 
2. Topic listings:  http://209.238.91.227/cgi-
local/forumdisplay.cgi?action=topics&forum=Motors&number=3&DaysPrune=365&Las
tLogin  
 
3. Date listings:  http://www.extension.ualberta.ca/forum/aca-4/dispatch.cgi/ask  
